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Today, it is much too fashionable for 
economists to limit themselves to re­
fining points of already almost invisible 
tenuousness or to constructing more ab­
stract models of idealized relationships. 
W. W. Rostow has instead had the 
courage to choose as his subject a major 
portion of contemporary economic 
reality and the imagination to treat that 
subject both historically and within its 
broader political and social context. In 
this little book, based on lectures de­
livered a year ago at Cambridge Uni­
versity, he makes one of the most 
important contributions of recent dec­
ades to our understanding of the process 
of economic growth and its probable 
consequences for the future of both the 
United States and the world. 

Rostow analyzes the nature and 
causes of five main stages in the eco­
nomic life of national economies since 
the late 18th century. The initial stage 
is that of the traditional society, pre­
dominantly agrarian, with low produc­
tivity and little if any economic growth, 
and with political power and income 
distribution determined by age-old 
status relationships. Beginning in Eng­
land in the late 18th century, and now 
affecting virtually all traditional socie­
ties remaining on the planet, the second 
stage involves the formation of the pre­
conditions for accelerated economic 
growth, largely as a result of the tradi­
tional society's reaction to the intrusion, 
actual or threatened, of economically 
more advanced nations. This "reactive 
nationalism," as Rostow calls it, weak­
ens the traditional relations of domina­
tion and subordination, introduces new 
attitudes and ideas regarding economic 
activity, and makes available the latest 
technological advances for raising pro­
ductivity. 

When the annual rate of investment 
rises to 10 percent or more of the na­

tional income, the economy then enters 
the third stage, the "take-off" into accel­
erating economic growth. Productivity 
climbs rapidly in certain leading eco­
nomic sectors, which in turn stimulate 
technological innovation in other parts 
of the economy. Once launched into 
such self-contained growth, the econ­
omy drives toward maturity (in Ros­
tow's phrase) over a period of about 
60 years; this phase constitutes the 
fourth stage. Finally, when modern 
technology has penetrated throughout 
the economy and large-scale resources 
have become increasingly available, the 
society enters Rostow's fifth stage in 
which a choice must be made among 
three possible national goals—high 
mass consumption of durable goods, 
cradle-to-grave social welfare, or the 
external assertion of national power and 
influence in colonialism or aggressive 
wars. 

Devoting a chapter to each of these 
stages, Rostow analyzes their distinc­
tive characteristics and the nature of 
the qualitative transformations which 
convert one stage into the other. Skill­
fully combining many creative ideas of 
his own with those of other scholars, he 
illuminates aspects of the economic 
growth process which have, hitherto, 
been obscure and relates them to the 
broader political and social framework 
in ways that provide fruitful sugges­
tions for more detailed investigation be­
yond the scope of his small book. Ros­
tow's views on the role of agriculture 
in the economic growth process, on the 
differences in the successive generations 
of business leadership and the conse­
quences caused by these differences, 
on the factors influencing early and late 
colonialism, and on the relationship of 
communism to the stages of economic 
growth are only a few examples of the 
many valuable insights supporting his 
analysis. 

Rostow's observations about the 
future seem even more exciting and 
fruitful than his observations on the 
past. In the later chapters of the book, 
he looks beyond the current, fifth stage 

of high mass consumption (or its social 
welfare or world imperial alternatives), 
which the United States may soon be 
completing and the Soviet Union just 
entering. Rostow's projection of the 
future choices confronting the United 
States and the Soviet Union—in both 
their internal affairs and their external 
relations—and his forecast of the basic 
issues in world politics over the remain­
ing decades of the century are, unfor­
tunately, too complex to be summarized 
here. But they deserve the serious con­
sideration not only of government offi­
cials and scholars in the field but of all 
Americans who are concerned with the 
preservation of humane values in the 
difficult and dangerous years that lie 
ahead. 

It in no way detracts from the value 
of this book that Rostow has been im­
pelled by a long-standing ambition to 
go beyond systematizing what we know 
about the forces shaping modern his­
tory to claiming—with the Hegelians— 
that the resulting system, in fact, de­
termines history. He tells us in the in­
troduction that his stages-of-growth 
analysis "constitutes an alternative to 
Karl Marx' theory of modern history," 
thereby fulfilling "a decision made 
when I was an undergraduate at Yale 
in the mid-1930's." Whether intention­
ally or not, Rostow implies that Marx­
ism has hitherto provided the only sig­
nificant account of modern history. He 
easily demonstrates that his own analy­
sis is superior in certain empirical re­
spects to the analyses of Marx, Engels, 
and Lenin. But, one may question 
whether Marxism has, indeed, been as 
important in the social sciences—as 
distinct from its political and ideologi­
cal roles—as Rostow assumes; whether 
Rostow has actually been able to avoid 
the errors of Hegelianism which he ex­
plicitly disclaims; and whether it is 
possible to prove that the history of 
man in society is determined either by 
the unfolding or by the dialectical 
action of a pattern immanent in social 
existence. 

This is, nonetheless, a most impor­
tant book. Written, with only occasional 
lapses, in nontechnical language, its. 
brilliant synthesis and creative insights 
are readily available not only to the 
professional economist but to all who 
wish to understand better the world in 
which we live and the fateful choices 
that lie before us and our children. 
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